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This book is dedicated to our patients and their families, and to 
all those professionals who care for people with cancer, as well 
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1
Introduction and overview

Any illness can pose significant physical, emotional and practical 
challenges but, for some, cancer can be one of the hardest to 
bear. A diagnosis of cancer can wreak havoc in a person’s life, 
affecting all aspects of functioning and daily living such as work, 
recreation, relationships, routines and habits, and of course how 
we feel in ourselves. Cancer can have a negative impact on self-
confidence, mood, identity, capability, sleep and capacity for 
sexual intimacy. These are just a few of the possible psychological 
effects.
 A diagnosis of cancer can be life-changing and in some cases can 
also prove life-threatening. We have seen through our professional 
experience that these are not overstatements. Of course, every per-
son’s situation is unique. Different health problems affect people 
in both obvious and unexpected ways. Exactly what effect they do 
have depends on your age and stage of life; your gender and role in 
a family; past and current patterns of relationship with your family; 
the nature of your medical problems and how they affect you; your 
relationship with professionals such as doctors, nurses and other 
caregivers; your ideas and experiences of coping with illness; as 
well as personal circumstances, such as your finances and home 
set-up. 
 We recognize that the challenges at any stage of your illness 
can sometimes leave you feeling confused and overwhelmed. Your 
self-confidence may plummet and you may be emotionally upset. 
Each of these reactions can, in turn, affect your ability to cope. We 
have written this book with you and your experiences in mind. 
It is designed to help you to cope better with your circumstances. 
We cannot hope to provide solutions to every problem that you 
encounter. However, with our extensive clinical and research expe-
rience, we will share with you a way to understand and cope better 
with some of the psychological effects of cancer.
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A message of hope

This book is about living better with and getting on top of the 
emotionally challenging aspects of cancer. We aim to convey a 
message of hope that, even when confronted with life-challenging 
situations and health difficulties, you can approach your unique  
situation with greater confidence if you have appropriate know-
ledge, help and accessible social and professional support. This 
can alter the impact that illness has on you, physically and emo-
tionally, and on your relationships. We believe that better support 
can improve health outcomes and arm you with strategies and 
techniques to improve your own coping. 
 The course, treatment and medical outcome of cancer may be 
something that you cannot directly control. You may find yourself 
relying on the input and intervention of medical specialists and 
other professionals. Coping with cancer is, however, as much about 
managing the psychological aspects: indeed, it is the psychological 
factors that you can more directly influence through how you 
choose to live with cancer. 
 While it is essential to trust in medical and nursing experts to 
monitor, advise, assess and treat the physical illness, managing your 
thoughts and feelings can improve your mental health. This, in 
turn, has been demonstrated to improve health outcomes in many 
situations. Your psychological response is something that you can 
work on to help your overall treatment, care and quality of life. This 
can be done on your own, in the context of family relationships 
and with the support of qualified professionals such as psycholo-
gists and counsellors. This book addresses how you can better 
understand and take charge of the way you cope psychologically.

The challenges

While it is true that we can never predict exactly how a person 
will respond to cancer, we have also seen that there are common 
challenges which people face. We have made these the focus of 
this book. We aim to provide a practical and helpful handbook 
for people coping with and adapting to the emotional challenges 
of living with cancer. Where we can, we will guide you to other 
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sources that can help you with specific issues and problems not 
covered here. 
 Our approach is modern and upfront, just as it is when we meet 
with people face-to-face in counselling sessions. It is not of the 
‘tell-me-about-your-childhood’ approach to coping where the focus 
would typically be on your past. Instead, we encourage you to think 
about the link between thoughts, behaviours and emotions and to 
make use of practical strategies to deal with daily challenges. We 
also try to avoid jargon, and to be direct and clear in our style. We 
hope that this will not be misconstrued as being ‘simplistic’. The 
book is not prescriptive, telling you how to live your life. Neither 
is it a discussion about the difference in effectiveness between 
different medical treatments for cancer. As psychologists and 
researchers, we deliberately avoid giving medical advice which is 
always best provided by your doctor, specialist oncologist or nurse 
specialist.
 Psychological support can help you to cope better with your 
disease. People who are diagnosed with cancer handle the chal-
lenges it presents in different ways. Many find that psychological 
counselling is as helpful for them as it is for their partner, family 
and loved ones. This may be particularly valuable at certain times – 
while undergoing tests, say – or in response to specific challenges, 
such as low mood, telling your children or coping with the physical 
changes you may experience.
 Four key factors are important in adjusting to a cancer diagnosis 
and its psychological impact on you and your family:

1 good support from family and friends;
2 open communication between people about what is happening 

and what to prepare for; 
3 managing illness, specific symptoms, effects of treatment, stress, 

worry and uncertainty in practical and effective ways; and
4 an open and supportive relationship with your oncologist and 

nurses.

Coping with the psychological effects of cancer does not mean 
having to cope on your own. Good coping means being open to 
the support of family members, friends, professional caregivers and 
those from voluntary organizations too. 
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 We have included numerous case vignettes to illustrate the 
varied psychological effects of cancer and the unique experiences 
of people with whom we have worked. The cases are based on real 
circumstances but have been extensively disguised and re-worked 
so as to preserve their confidential nature. 
 This book is primarily about the psychological effects of cancer. 
Therefore, in Chapter 2 we reflect on the emotional impact of a 
cancer diagnosis. For some people, this can be quite extensive and 
unsettling. Fear, anger, envy, loss and grief, anxiety, depression, dis-
couragement and loneliness may be experienced at some or many 
points after diagnosis.
 Chapter 3 explains why illness has such a strong emotional com-
ponent. Here, we reflect on the subtle interrelationship between our 
thoughts, our emotions and the way we act or behave. This chapter 
also considers the place that illness has in our lives – what meaning 
we give to it. Chapter 4 builds on this by introducing techniques 
that may help you to deal with distressing thoughts and feelings by 
providing constructive, everyday solutions to emotional problems. 
 Sometimes our reactions to challenging situations can inadvert-
ently perpetuate emotional challenges. In Chapter 5 we discuss 
ways to understand the link between emotions and actions. We 
highlight ways to identify which behaviours may not be helpful 
and how to tackle them.
 Many people with cancer experience significant stress and may 
feel emotionally overwhelmed. Chapter 6 focuses specifically on 
relaxation techniques which can help the way you think and feel. 
These are useful in many situations and may also help you to 
control the physical symptoms of stress, anxiety and worry.
 Illness affects us not in isolation but in the context of those who 
are close to us emotionally. In Chapter 7, we explore how cancer 
can affect family relationships and the impact on family structure. 
Intimate personal relationships may also come under strain, and 
in Chapter 8 we discuss the effect that illness may have on couple 
relationships and on one’s partner. 
 For some people with cancer, their illness may be terminal. In 
Chapter 9, we discuss issues that may arise for people in these 
circumstances. We consider the emotional impact of receiving bad 
news and how this may affect family and relationships. 
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 Your relationship with healthcare professionals is extremely 
important too, and we explore this in Chapter 10. The chapter also 
provides practical information on managing the anxieties associ-
ated with your hospital or clinic visits.
 The main focus of the book is the emotional and social effects of 
cancer. The clinical aspects of cancer and its treatment are exten-
sively covered in other books such as The Biology of Cancer by Robert 
Weinberg (Garland Press, London, 2006), as well as in patient 
support websites. These aspects are also best addressed in the 
context of your clinical visits. See ‘Useful addresses and finance’ on 
p. 102 for a good starting point to a deeper understanding of cancer 
and its treatment. This section also includes website addresses we 
hope you may find useful, and a short section on finances.
 Illness is never welcome and a diagnosis of cancer can be hard to 
bear. We hope that the ideas, information and psychological skills 
discussed in this book will help you and your loved ones to move 
forward with a life that is as fulfilled as it can be in spite of the chal-
lenges that you face.



6
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The emotional impact of cancer

A diagnosis of cancer is the starting point for a number of issues 
that we discuss in this book. While there may have been unex-
plained symptoms beforehand, the diagnosis from a doctor is really 
the beginning of a person’s ‘relationship’ with the illness. From this 
point onwards, life may need to change considerably: the medical 
aspects of the condition need to be managed, as do some of the 
psychological aspects, according to what is known about them. 
This time also marks the start of a ‘relationship’ with healthcare 
professionals and can alter patterns in family relationships (see 
Chapters 7 and 8). 
 A diagnosis of cancer may be the culmination of months of 
worry and perhaps several investigations into symptoms. It may 
come as a relief for some people to finally know what is wrong and 
to put an end to the uncertainty, while for others it may be com-
pletely unexpected. Whether or not the person is prepared for the 
diagnosis, it almost always comes as a huge shock for the individual 
as well as his or her loved ones.

Denial

Cancer can present in many different ways and with a variety of 
signs and symptoms. Some of these are transient, while some signs 
may be vague and non-specific. It’s no wonder that we may not 
always recognize these and other signs as possibly indicating an 
underlying problem. Even when some symptoms are more obvi-
ously warning signs, it is normal first to avoid visiting the doctor 
or to deny that there may be something seriously wrong. Denial of 
illness is a first stage in adjusting to the possibility of ‘bad news’. 
Perhaps our age, healthy lifestyle and absence of any previous 
history or serious illness leads us to discount the symptoms or elect 
to ‘wait and see’.
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 There are other reasons why people may delay approaching their 
doctor, even when they have suspicions that something more wor-
rying is going on. We may be fearful of what might follow from a 
visit to the surgery, or that some symptoms are embarrassing and 
difficult to talk about. Others feel anxious being in a clinic or hos-
pital. These concerns are real and they are very common. Of course, 
denial is normal and everyone does this at some time in order 
to avoid possible unpleasant consequences. Avoiding something 
because we are afraid of it is a natural survival instinct. When it 
comes to cancer and other health problems, however, denying the 
possibility that we might be ill can have negative consequences, 
particularly if it means delaying treatment. Many cancers are better 
managed if they are diagnosed early and if treatment begins before 
they advance.
 Fears associated with illness can be allayed by gaining insight 
into our condition and by getting appropriate professional help, 
support and treatment. This starts with a visit to the doctor. Aric 
suspected that something might be wrong, but it was not easy to 
approach his doctor and he was worried about what he might find 
out about his health: 

Aric’s persistent urge to urinate troubled him. When he began to feel 
pain when passing urine, his worries intensified. Embarrassed by his 
symptoms, he first tried to self-diagnose himself over the internet, 
hoping to avoid a visit to the doctor. He became more concerned 
when he learned that his symptoms might indicate problems with his 
prostate. His anxiety levels increased, along with his physical symptoms, 
and he started having trouble sleeping and began to lose weight. He 
was convinced that he had cancer and would need invasive and painful 
treatment that would have some unpleasant and lasting side-effects. 
Fear of further investigations and of the possible diagnosis kept him 
away from his doctor for many months until his symptoms were unbear-
able and began to severely affect his day-to-day life. 
 He finally presented to his GP with symptoms of severe pain on 
urination as well as with extreme anxiety. His GP took some urine and 
blood samples and performed a rectal examination. This is what Aric 
had been dreading, but his doctor was reassuring and put him at ease. 
He was able to view it as part of the diagnosis and treatment process for 
his symptoms. On his referral to hospital for further testing and biopsy, 
he was surprised to find himself in an environment where the staff were 
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